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by Kishwar Ahmed ShiraCi karmic self has no face, no voice. 
Guilt originating from "karmic" deeds 
may be handled by socio-cultural re- 
Lhutcure & cet am'ck mamine ks ligious behaviour: rituals, fasting, as- 
difkrentes fomes  de afoliew dont ceticism, penance, vegetarianism, celi- 
soufient Icz fimmes de I'Inde. Les bacy, givingofdonations to thepoor, 
fire purification ritu- 
als, and Vedic rhyth- Indian society proudly presents the female image of 
mic chantingS. 
Shakti-power incarnate in Ma Durga, Mu fili; Women across 
benevolence andprosperity in Lakshmi, Sri; caste and community 
do express feelings of 
chastity, piety, and loyalty in Pawati; long-suffering and shame, 
" 
wifehood in Sita; and knowledge in Saraswati. mostly around the 
social sex roles. If a 
woman talks or 
symptdmes de &pression, d 'hystirie et laughs a little loudly, she feels ashamed 
depossession dont souJffi.ent cesfEmmes and guilty; if she is assertive or even 
sont souvent uneformc de rksistance asks a question, she feels ashamed 
a m  restrictionspatriarcaks dont elles and guilty; if she gets into an argu- 
sont victimrs. mentor afight, she feels ashamed and 
guilty; if she eats or asks for a little 
A veil, dark and thick, has been more, she feels ashamed and guilty; if 
drawn on the face of Indian wom- she steps out of house alone or wears 
en's realities. Their faces and their different dresses, she feels ashamed 
voices, their needs and their stresses, and guilty. The list is endless. No 
their strengths and their sickness, matter what she does or does not do, 
their anger and their losses are un- she is to blame. It is even said in India 
seen and unheard. All that is seen is that a woman's main adornment is 
their shame, their bodies, their guilt, her sense of Sharam (a cross between 
- 
and their madness. 
A young workingwife from a small 
town outside Shimla, of Hindu, up- 
per-caste, middle-class background, 
went into deep depression at the death 
through sickness of her male first- 
born. She expressed guilt with tears: 
"Perhaps I did not take care properly. 
Perhaps . . . ," and then paradoxically 
shecontinued, "perhaps it is the'fruit' 
of'past karma."' That seemed to con- 
sole her somewhat. A distanced, un- 
known responsibility is perhaps more 
acceptable. It is less immediate, less 
real, and therefore less painful than 
shyness and shame). This sense of 
Sharamlshame seems to have its lo- 
cale in a woman's body. 
Woman as body and female 
power 
Miriam Greenspan analyzes how a 
woman's development as a person 
means to "develop herself as a body 
for men" (163), a "situation in which 
being seen is both mandatory and 
dangerous" (180). The male gaze is 
even more complicated in India. 
There is a thin line between an attrac- 
the immediate helplessness in the face tive woman o leasing to men and the 
of something so totally annihilating whore flouting and challenging that 
as death, and that too of the valued very male gaze. Woman as body in 
male first-born, through which her India is still the reproductive body 
own female existencelbirth is re- and woman as mother. But with the 
deemed and validated. The past recent invasion of the consumer cul- 
ture, there is another shade. Beauty 
pageants, even in remote hill areas 
like Shimla, are gaining popularity. 
This Indian scenario is the consum- 
erist endorsement ofwomen as body. 
The ancient temple of Khajuraho 
and Konark and books like the kkma 
Sutra also endorsed woman as body, 
the difference being that woman then 
had a right to the aesthetics of her 
body, a right to her sexuality. The 
notion ofwoman as body is not with- 
out its costs, both socially and emo- 
tionally. Crimes of rape and violence 
against women and the girl child are 
on the increase even in rural areas. 
Indian women have no words, no 
voices. It is through non-verbal fig- 
ure drawings that a picture of their 
self-body emerges-barestick figures, 
without torsos, breasts, and vulvas. 
School, college, university girls draw 
mostly heads ofinfantalized little girls 
in frocks and ribbons. Himalayan 
Indigenous women draw large promi- 
nent hands and feet with misshapen 
bodies-their work identities. Older 
rural unschooled poor women draw 
smaller figures. Traditional psycho- 
analysts would consider stick figures 
and ill-defined figures as problems of 
"ego-boundaries." Miller asserts that 
the concepts of "ego" and "ego 
boundaries" may not apply to women 
at all. Miller's arguments seem to be 
very true for women in India in un- 
derstanding their self-identity. "They 
do not have the right or the require- 
ment to be full-fledged representa- 
tives of the culture" (Indian god- 
dessesldevis notwithstanding). 
Further, women as a "sex class" 
have socio-economic functions, in 
which women provide emotional, 
nurturant, sexual, and physical main- 
tenance services. In India's mixed 
economy, women's labour, even out- 
side the home, is devalued, leading 
to a greater marginalization and 
disempowerment. A woman who is 
depressed and no longer productive 
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from the loss of self-worth is discar- 
ded on the rubbish heap and eventu- 
ally locked up in the "protectiven 
custody of the Indian asylum. 
Against the backdrop of a rich 
and colourful heritage of goddesses, 
Indian society proudly presents the 
female image of Shakti-power incar- 
nate in Ma Durga, Ma Kali; the 
image of benevolence and prosper- 
ity in Lakshmi, Sri; the image of 
chastity, piety, and loyalty in Parvati; 
long-suffering wifehood in Sita; and 
learning and knowledge in Saraswati. 
In addition, there are village and fa- 
mily goddesses (Kul devis) for well- 
being. All are idealized archetypes of 
varying degrees of power and rela- 
tionships. Except for Durga and Kali, 
all are consorts of the mighty Shiva, 
Vishnu, and their incarnations. Nei- 
ther Durga nor Kali was born of pa- 
rents. Durga was born out of cosmic 
energy and special powers of gods, 
to destroy the indestructible demon 
Mahisasur. Durga then pulled Kali 
out from her forehead as helper. In 
another myth Durga created Kali 
from her protective body sheath; Kali 
is never recommended as a role 
model for Indian daughters and 
mothers. Power-in-relationship 
lessons are provided subtly and not 
so subtly by the many goddesses. 
However, the power of Durga and 
Kali are appropriated by male 
devotees. But the Shakti of Ma 
Durga and Ma Kali and all the 
benevolence of all the other god- 
desses are silent when daughters are 
silenced in wombs and cradles, brides 
are burnt, little girls molested in the 
safety of their homes, mad women 
raped on the streets and in safe cus- 
tody of asylums, and the mentally 
handicapped de-wombed in institu- 
tions, even a thirteen-year-old girl. 
It becomes painfully clear forwhom 
the myths are told and retold to up- 
hold and perpetuate the rule of the 
Father, the mighty Shiva. 
Hysteria and possession 
Hysteria, the mover ofwombs, has 
been associatedwith women. For this 
"honour" women have been blamed 
for their own victimization. Freud 
based his unconscious and its com- 
plexes on the dreams, recollections 
under hypnosis, of his patients with 
hysteria, mostly women. In 1895 he 
knew of the sexual abuse of little girls 
by close relatives, fathers, and broth- 
ers. Yet two years later he declared 
that the incestuous acts were not real 
but fantasies of infantile desire for the 
father. French has also pointed to the 
political aspect of incest. Freud's fe- 
male patients felt raped by intimate 
older males (the power establish- 
ment); Freudian theories are essen- 
tially a theory ofpower under patriar- 
chy (373-374). 
However in India the reality of 
rape oflittle girls, within the so-called 
safety ofhomes, by older step-fathers, 
uncles, and cousins, and in schools, 
both in urban and rural areas, by 
teachers, is being brought to light by 
various social organizations. 
Women have represented sex in 
the patriarchal world. The more 
also reflections of certain social con- 
ditions prevailing in the society. 
Erikson had noted that there is no 
individual anxiety that does not also 
reflect latent concern among the 
group. 
"Spirit possession" is a common 
phenomenon across lands. Anthro- 
pologists, psychologists, and sociolo- 
gists have understood "spirit posses- 
sion" in women in terms of rebellion 
or frustration due to loss of support 
and status, financial, social, and emo- 
tional, which adds up to a powerless- 
ness ofoppressed women in a patriar- 
chal culture. A study of possessions 
by ancestral spirits in rural Rajasthan 
concludes that it is a culture-bound 
reaction to a stress situation in the 
beginning and it proceeds to work as 
community therapy, finally resolving 
the initial stress after few ofsuch 
behaviour. 
"Possessed" persons have a magi- 
calIsupernatura1 quality-leading to 
the gross misunderstanding of them 
as "witches" and "sorcerers" and "spir- 
its" of all hues. Perhaps this phenom- 
enon can be demystified. Such indi- 
viduals are in a heightened state of 
arousal, which may be (a) self-in- 
The benevolence of all the goddesses are silent 
when daaghters are silenced in wom 6s and cradles, 
brides are burnt, little girls molested in the safety 
o f  their homes, mad women raped on the streets, 
and the mentally handicapped de- wom bed. 
highly organized the world becomes, 
the more the burden of everything 
unorganized falls upon women. 
In India, Sudhir Kakar, a student 
of Erikson, feels that the wide preva- 
lence of hysteria among Indian 
women and their particular cultural 
"myth of passivity" (Krohn's 1978 
term)-seeing themselves the passive 
vehicles of gods and goddesses-are 
duced by prayer-incense-head move- 
ments stimulating the inner ear-rhyth- 
mica1 music-drum beats or, (b) trig- 
gered by unconscious stimuli. In such 
astate ofarousal the persons might be 
open to "subliminal perception" 
(Dixon), perceiving that which is not 
seen or heard in the "normal" non- 
arousal experiencing. 
The shadows of the rural Indian 
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psyche are richly inhabited with spir- 
its and ghosts, hovering around for 
the hlfillment of frustrated desires. 
Disasters and illness, especially emo- 
tional, are said to be the works of 
these "eviln beings. The "witchesn 
(akin, cburail) specialize in devour- 
ing little children, husbands, and 
young lovers. Their signature is feet 
pointed backwards (female contrari- 
ness?). Women who do not fill the 
passive dependent socio-gender bill, 
besides belonging to the weaker class 
and caste, are scapegoated. Carstairs 
relates how the mother of his 
Rajasthani friend was beaten and 
burned to death. She had a reputa- 
tion for a nasty temperament (prob- 
ably was not passive and acquies- 
cent). She was said to be a witch. She 
was also poor, illiterate, and of low 
caste. But she had fought and saved 
her son's property from men, who 
finally got her instead. 
EyesofStone(Vachani), a film about 
"possessionn by an "eviln spirit of a 
young Rajasthani woman, married at 
eleven to a truckdriver, is about pain, 
guilt, and coping (in the cultural 
idioms of powerhl gods/goddesses), 
with the rape of the "lamb" to 
appropriate and "silence" the lamb. 
Child marriages being a common 
practice, pre-sexual trauma in young 
girls finds expression in "possession" 
by "evil spirits." 
In Bihar among the 35 "witches" 
identified, Badki h i  and kkjri h i  
were hounded out of their villages 
with dire threats to life, property, and 
family. These "witches" were likely to 
be "ugly," of "unpleasant personal- 
ity," "helpless and powerless of hav- 
ing weak support and poor family" 
(Vidya Ben). In Tribal Jharkhand, 
Bihar, thewomen labelledas "witches" 
had a "certain defiant look in their 
eyes." 
But the question still teases: why 
women? Men with special powers of 
"possession" are not labelled evil. In- 
stead they are venerated as seers, and 
they can even choose different life 
styles. But a woman outside marriage 
and society (outside male control) is 
a "witch." Why, magnet-like, do they 
attract violence? And whatever hap- 
pens to their own anger? Does it 
boomerang onto their own fragile 
selves or their own kind? Socio-eco- 
political answers are just not enough. 
Either women are the weakest in 
all the hierarchies, or somewhere in 
the depths of the male psyche lies 
embedded a primordial fear offemale 
(Kali, "witchn-like) power. If she can 
give life, she can take life as well! 
Depression and self-destruction 
"Women are three times as fre- 
quently depressed as men and try to 
kill themselves twice as often.. . . De- 
pression is more common in married 
than single women" (Greenspan 
1985,185,161). Depression is anger 
turned inwards. A depressed woman 
is filled with self-hatred, self-blame. 
She is ill-fated, with a bad karma, 
bringing misfortune on family and 
self; she is awoman. This is her script. 
If she self-destructs, that is her fate, 
like the goddesses Sati and Sita. 
Indian women of the silver screen 
of the '50s and '60s would burst into 
a soulful song whenever depressed, 
mostly at separation and loss of the 
lover. They were the glamorized trag- 
edy queens. One image that has sur- 
vived over time is of Meena Kumari 
(the actress) as the "Bibi" in the Sa- 
hib, Bibiaur Ghulam ("Master, Wife, 
and Slave"). In a decadent family of 
the ruling class, the beautiful "Bibi" 
slowly self-destructs with the bottle, 
coping with devaluation and rejec- 
tion by the Sahib, her lord, who is 
more involved with his pet pigeons 
and colourful courtesans. The 
Ghulam ("slave") can only silently 
collaborate in the slow death. 
In Abhimaan (Pride), a talented 
woman's spirit and self-worth is 
crushed by the brooding ego of a 
husband who cannot stomach the 
wife's success and greater popularity. 
She withdraws into her silence ofself- 
blame and hate: "I am bad as I am a 
woman." And to add to her devalua- 
tion she loses her baby; motherhood 
is also denied her. An Indian wom- 
an's worth and sense of self again and 
again is through "the other" as wife 
and mother. 
In a recent movie Rudali ("Tradi- 
tional Mourners"), the subject is a 
single woman totally alone, no fam- 
ily, no relations, no friends, a woman 
without the "other," without any "af- 
filiation," a woman lost without self. 
Her emotions, feelings are shattered, 
fragmented, and frozen, until she 
meets the Rudali women whose tears 
are hired out, the traditional mourn- 
ers, woman who beat their breasts 
and cry for the loss of others. When 
our heroine joins the communal 
(though impersonal) expression of 
pain, she is able to find at least a 
connection-in-relation and get in 
touch with her own pain and loneli- 
ness. 
In the regional Bengali cinema 
Satyajit Ray and Mrinal Sen, Ritwik 
Ghatak and the young woman direc- 
torAparnaSen (3GChowringheeLane) 
have thrown up sensitive cameos of 
women's lives and realities, rural, ur- 
ban-the landlords, the peasants, the 
urban middle class, and ethnic mi- 
norities: the Anglo-Indian female 
teacher, a single woman surviving in 
Calcutta's 36 Chowringhee Lane, 
seeking the comfort of relationships, 
only to be let down once again. In 
Megha Dhake Tara ("The Clouded 
Star") of Ritwik Ghatak, the older 
sister is entrapped, being the only 
employed member, and the family 
lays a guilt trip on her when she finds 
a lover. She cannot escape. The trag- 
edies of marginalized women, 
scrounging the earth, selling their 
bodies to keep their children (and 
men) fed, and of the talented 
courtesans who were poets, singers, 
and dancers, rejected by "respect- 
able" society, were a common theme 
of Indian movies. 
An Indian woman's depression is 
either romanticized or woven into 
the socio-cultural weave. But it is 
rarely analyzed and understood in the 
context of that very same fabric. 
Amra-ki-ma liked to sit by the tall 
oak trees ofthe hills, when she needed 
to bring in the fodder and leaves for 
the cows, to sweep and clean, to cook 
and feed the family. She was sent 
back to her natal family for treat- 
ment. Amra-ki-ma had been twice 
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widowed, the first time as a child of 
twelve. Since remarriage is not really 
approved of, such women are infor- 
mally "placcd"/"seatedn with a wid- 
ower or divorcee, usually older. This 
is not a legal marriage; no legal claims 
to property, maintenance can be 
made. So Amra-ki-ma was placed 
with an older man and bore him a 
son, Amra. When Amra was nine 
years old, the father died, and both 
Amra and his mother were thrown 
that Sita was under the Chaaya of the 
D a t a  ("shadow of the gods"). One 
day when no one was looking, Sita 
climbed the ledge above the rushing 
Sutlej river and jumped. It is called 
Chakzang ("the jump"), the goddess 
Sita solution. Sita, the wife of the 
ideal man-king Rama, suffered with 
her lord through his 14 years of ban- 
ishment in the wilderness. Yet he had 
her go through the fire test ofchastity 
not once but twice. The second time 
Tamara Thiebaux, "Gwen, " watercolour, 13.5' X l l : 1995. 
out of that family. It was not clear 
which came first-the events or the 
problem. But Amra-ki-ma had for- 
gotten how to smile or talk. Her only 
life was Amra, whom she could not 
bear to be out ofher sight. She would 
sit at the school gate, when, at last at 
nine years old, he was put in school. 
Sita was from a village in upper 
Shimla. She was traditionally mar- 
ried at 16. After a couple of years, 
childless, she returned home to her 
parents. Slowly, day by day shestarted 
withdrawing, sittingin adarkcorner, 
refusing food. The family believed 
round, she asked 
Mother Earth (from 
whom she was 
born-Sita means a 
"furrow") to open up 
and take her. 
Women's ways of 
healing 
Women have 
found ingeniousways 
of healing. Some 
women have found 
the "Secret Mantra," 
the healing idiom. 
The "Secret Mantra" 
is of a female power 
(thus mysterious and 
magical), creative but 
not only reproduc- 
tive, the Female Prin- 
ciple of all creation. 
To get in touch with 
that mystery, to feel 
that magic, to get lost 
in that wonder, to 
become one with the 
Divine is to be "pos- 
sessed." The Akka 
Mahadcvis of the south and the La1 
Drdr-Lalkz ofbshmir  threw off their 
clothes with the social fabric of their 
times, let down their hair, and roamed 
the country singing in ecstasy. 
Through "possession" women have 
radically transformed both their dis- 
ease and their social garbs of passivity 
for the well-being oftheir real holistic 
selves. By taking on the "voices," 
stances, and even names of goddesses 
and h i s ,  they have turned their help- 
lessness and powerlessness inside out 
into fearsome visages of Shakti and 
the "Supernatural." They are basi- 
cally confronting the central issue of 
power relations in their status-less 
existence as women in the ~atriarchal 
Indian society, both traditional and 
"modern." 
In "possession" a woman takes on 
the identityofthe significant "other," 
in the personage of the goddess or 
spirit with whom she has a special 
connection, a supportive relation. 
"Possessionn is perhaps the public 
manifestation of a very private, inti- 
mate "affiliation." 
The Kul d u i  presides over most 
socio-cultural events of the family. 
One is the mundan ceremony ofshav- 
ing the head-symbolic of head sac- 
rifice to the deity. It is essentially a 
ritual for the male child, but it is done 
for the girl child as well. I was a 
witness to one such ceremony for an 
upper-caste child living in a semi- 
urban area near Shimla. A van was 
hired to transport all the extended 
family members to the devi templeon 
top of a hill, more than a hundred 
kilometres away. Much religious 
singingofMother-deuisongs and folk 
dancing went on. The men took 
charge of the community cooking 
and feeding while the women 
decorated themselves with Henna and 
relaxed. 
Early in the morning, the priest (to 
perform the shaving ritual Puja) failed 
to show up at the auspicious time- 
so an elder uncle symbolically clipped 
the locks, to the accompaniment of 
much ~hantin~andsingingand drum 
beating. The priest came an hour late 
and started making a lot offuss about 
the arrangement, concerned that some 
defilement had taken place. The men 
of the family started to appease him. 
Yet he was raising his bhav ("value") 
by getting more upset. Just then, in 
all this impasse, an elder aunt stood 
up and became "possessed." The priest 
now had to give way to this event. It 
was the Kul deui who had appeared. 
The family members asked whether 
they had committed some wrongdo- 
ing. She, "the dui," on the contrary 
blessed them and said that she was 
happy that all the family members 
had come to the step of her temple. 
Later I asked this elder aunt, who 
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works in the state welfare department 
and lives independently at her work 
place (though married to the elder 
uncle), what had happened, andwhat 
she was feeling when all the argument 
with the priest was going on. She 
frankly said that she had wanted to 
"slapn the priest for his badmaachi 
("cussednessn); and it was then that 
something happened--of which she 
remembered nothing. As a woman 
she could not interfere with the male 
transactions with the priest, but be- 
ing a woman of action and intelli- 
gence, she resorted to the cultural 
idiom and found her "voice," through 
"possessionn by the Kul h i .  
O n  the return journey of this same 
trip, another woman found "voice." 
The mother of the mundan children 
is a tribal, an orphan in the sense that 
her mother had died and her father 
had deserted the children. At 15 she 
was married into the family, to a 
border-line mentally handicapped 
brother, but had "adjusted" very well 
in the family. At this mundan cer- 
emony, her father had appeared with 
his new family and was hardly giving 
any attention to her or her children. 
Also being the youngest daughter-in- 
law in this family, with a not-so- 
smart husband, her status was quite 
low. Especially at times of social- 
religious ceremonies she could have 
no saylvoice at all. So for the rest of 
the day she seemed to have a glazed 
cheerless look. She did not seem to be 
enjoying herself as the rest of us, even 
in the community bathing in hot 
springs where all the women got to- 
gether and there was much teasing 
and h n .  
Later, at night the van was pro- 
ceeding homewards when all the sing- 
ing suddenly stopped, and the van 
was halted. This young mother was 
flat on her back on the floor of the 
van, screaming and thrashing about, 
throwing a fit-she was "possessed 
by her Kuldevi, who said that she, the 
devi of Bhima k2li-Sarahan-a very 
famous and prestigious temple-had 
not been remembered. So promptly 
apologies were made andsome money 
set aside to be sent to that temple. But 
that was not enough, the "voice" kept 
saying that the elder sisters-in-law 
(the mother-in-law being already 
dead) were after her and would de- 
stroy her. Afrer much cajoling and 
reassurance she sat up and the jour- 
ney continued. 
But the mood had changed, the 
elder sisters-in-law, especially the one 
who was possessed earlier, were all 
upset and crying at the accusations. 
Later the young mother insisted she 
did not know what had happened. 
The psychological dynamics and po- 
litical undercurrents in the joint fam- 
ily do not provide opportunities for 
sorting out differences between peo- 
ple. Again an idiom was found within 
the deui context. It is interesting this 
happened only at this hnction. In 
the ten years I have known this fam- 
ily, at no other time I have seen them 
being "possessed." 
Among Indian Muslim women, 
"possession" also occurs, with slight 
contextual variations. Tara (Tahera) 
was a slender young beautiful girl 
married at 15 to an older man. A few 
months later she returned to live with 
her mother. After her son was born 
her husband also joined her. Tara's 
mother Zohra Baribee ("elder sister") 
was a helper-cook in my mother's 
household. Tara's father, who had 
been a cook with the British, went 
mad, cooked his food in a "chamber 
pot," and had run off and not been 
heard of since. Tara started getting 
"possessed" by a spirit that spoke in a 
male voice and tongue and identified 
"himself' as "Sheikh Shuddo." 
Legend had it that "Sheikh 
Shuddo" was a holy man who died in 
the arms of a woman in a state of 
naapak (defilement/pollution), prob- 
ably after fornication. The women of 
some working-class Muslim families 
in Jabalpur, Central India, pay hom- 
age to the "Sheikh" by holding a 
night-long sing-song of a semi-reli- 
gious, mystic, folksy nature, while 
frying sweet-spicy flour balls called 
gulguh. Most people keep away for 
fear of being possessed by the 
"Sheikh." Tara's in-laws were part of 
such a group, and that is how Tara 
got possessed. Whenever she heard 
religious songs, she would start sigh- 
ing and asking for her hair braids to 
be opened. She would thus start 
swinging her head and arms from 
side to side. After a while she would 
start speakingin an authoritative male 
voice demanding a murga ("chicken") 
and a gulgula party. Zohra Baribee 
would make promises to comply. 
After another 15 minutes of swing- 
ing, Tara would collapse in a heap, 
exhausted. She would have total am- 
nesia about the event. Tara had no 
more children (no contraceptives were 
known of in the '40s). It is whispered 
that these "affiliates" of the Sheikh 
would experience sexual assault. She 
was eventually cured after five or six 
years of being taken on pilgrimages 
from one mazlu~r (a holy shrineltomb 
of a holy saint, mostly male) to an- 
other. Tara and Zohra then adopted 
a baby girl, who turned out to be 
mentally handicapped. But they loved 
her dearly. Tara grew into a strong 
wise woman. 
The Mufkzni ("priestess") came to 
live behind our house, in a room no 
bigger than a chicken coop. She was 
a petite, good-looking woman in her 
mid to late 40s, without any source of 
income. She wore safwar-kameez 
(north Indian loose pants with a long 
shirt dress), and a green scarf on her 
head tied as holy men, Babas, do. A 
deserted young daughter took care of 
her. The Mullanichallenged the male 
order. During the yearly commemo- 
rations of the martyrdom of the 
prophet Mohammed's gandsons, 
Jabalpur of Central India becomes a 
city "possessed. " Small bands ofyoung 
men and boys chanting "Yaa Ali," 
"Yaa Hussain" to the sound of kettle 
drums roam the city. In the centre of 
the band is the charismatic figure ofa 
man, almost always "possessed," the 
vehicle of the spirits of the martyred 
souls or other local "Saints." The 
"possessed would be answering ques- 
tions and dispensing solutions and 
cures for diverse problems of sick- 
ness, madness, loss, theft, court cases, 
even familial rows, in the form of 
Jhar-phuk ("sweeping and blowing"), 
with a broom of peacock feathers 
sweeping the devotees/supplicants 
from head to toe three times and 
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blowing deep breaths on their heads 
and faces; or giving of flowers/ashes, 
etc. to be worn on person as taveez 
("amuletsn) or flowers, sweets, dried 
h i t s  to eat. Sometimes detailed com- 
plex instructions would be given for 
a particular rituallfast/offering to be 
performed on Mondays or Thurs- 
days, full or new moon nights at 
certain holy places, or to feed so 
many beggars and orphans. 
Into this all-male world, the 
M u h n i  had dared to venture. She, 
with a band of followers, would make 
the rounds of the city. Bur after a few 
years she disappeared; she was either 
run out of town or had died some- 
where, unknown, unsung. 
Through "possession" Tara and 
the M u h n i  had found the secret 
solution-a way to get in touch with 
their egos and yet bypass the guilt 
through the culture'svery own religio- 
cultural mode. Tara had amnesia for 
the period of "possession"-for the 
Mullani mostly it was under a semi- 
conscious control. For both it was a 
brilliant healing of a damaged and 
scarred self, subliminally getting in 
touch with the wells of Shakti, sexu- 
ality, and power. 
This paper waspresented at the Centre 
for Feminist Research i "Confrrence on 
F m k  Spiritunlity: A Cekbration of 
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sity in March 1996 Fundingassistance 
j h m  the Social Sciences and Humani- 
ties Research Council (SSHRC) for the 
presentation and publication of this 
paper is gratefilly acknowledged. 
Kishwar Ahmed Shirali is an Associate 
ProfeJsor in the Psychology Department 
at Himachal Pradesh University in 
Summerhill, Shimla, India. She is alro 
a socio-fcminist activist and researcher. 
References 
Carstairs, G. M. Death ofa Witch: A 
Village in North India, 1956-1.981. 
London: Hutchison, 1963. 
Dixon, M. T. "Subliminal Percep- 
tion in Parapsychology, Point of 
Contact." Parapsychology Review 
10.3 (1979): 1-6. 
French, Marilyn. Beyond Power: On 
Women, Men, and Moralr. Lon- 
don: Jonathan Cape, 1985. 
Greenspan, Miriam. A NewApproach 
to Women and Therapy. New York: 
McGraw Hill, 1985. 
Kakar, S. The Inner World. New 
Delhi: Oxford University Press, 
1982. 
Kakar, S. Shaman, Mystic, and Doc- 
tor. New Delhi: Oxford University 
Press, 1982. 
Krohn, A. Hysterh, The Elusive Neu- 
rosis. New York: International 
Your nearest Book Room has many resources to celebrate Female Spirituality 
Here are a few of the latest, best-selling releases: 
Sacred Journeys: A Woman's Book of Prayer, A God who Looks Like Me: Discovering a Woman-aff irming 
by Jan L Richardson, 121.75 Spirituality, by Patricia Lynn Reily, 116.95 
Everyday Scared: A Woman's Journey Home, Soul Weavings: A Gathering of Prayers, 
by Sue Bender, 118.00 edited by Lyn Klug, 119.25 
To love Delilah: Claiming the Women of the Bible, Cries of the Spirit: A Celebration of Women's Spirituality, 
by Mary Cartledge-Hayes, 114.95 edited by Marilyn Sewel, 128.50 
Available through your nearest Book Room, 
Call and let us help you fill your resource needs! 
Moncton 1-800-561-7992 Winnipeg 1-800-665-3391 
Toronto 1-800-268-3781 Edmonton 1-800-661 -7354 
Montreal (514) 933-4841 
University Press, 1978. 
Miller, Jean B. Toward a New Psy- 
chology of Women. Boston: Beacon 
Press, 1976. 
Vachani, Nilita. The Eyes of Stone. 
Film Doordarshan available at 
Jagori-Delhi, 199 1. 
Vidya Ben and SEWA (Self Employ- 
ment Women's Association). "Su- 
perstitions: Exploitations of 
Women in Tribal Areas in Bihar." 
Women i Development: Grassroot 
LevelEwpericnces. Ed. S. C. Bhatia. 
New Delhi Indian University As- 
sociation for Continuing Educa- 
tion, 1989. 88-95. 
JOANNA M. WESTON 
Used needles pin her hands 
and feet 
to the sidewalk 
while she is raped by a gun. 
No tombstone 
where an 8-month-child 
was shot 
within his mother 
who fell sideways 
amongst torn fences. 
A teenage girl tied braids 
with barbed wire, 
wore bracelets of steel, 
and stole names from sol- 
diers 
for people in the hills. 
Her own name 
disappeared. 
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